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A Morphological Analysis of Malyshevo Middle Neolithic Pottery 
from the Lower Amur

We analyze the forms of clay vessels from the Malyshevo Middle Neolithic sites on the Lower Amur, and compare 
them with those relating to the contemporaneous Late Kondon culture of the same region and to the Boisman and Vetka 
cultures in Primorye, using V.F. Genning’s methodology. On the basis of the results, a reconstruction of cultural contacts 
in the Russian Far East during the Middle Neolithic is attempted. On ano ther level, H.A. Nordström’s approach helps 
to reveal the “standard” forms of vessels. The closest parallels are those with the Boisman ceramics, whereas the Vetka 
vessels are the least similar.
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Introduction

The Middle Neolithic period in the southern part of 
the Russian Far East is represented by the Malyshevo, 
Kondon, and Boisman cultures, and also by the Belkachi 
and Vetka cultural-chronological complexes (Medvedev, 
2005; Popov, 2006; Shevkomud, Kuzmin, 2009) 
(Fig. 1). Despite the long history of the study of possible 
contacts between these cultures, the top ic is still debated 
(Moreva, Batarshev, 2009). In research in the ancient 
intercultural contacts, great importance has always been 
given to ceramics (Shepard, 1965: 336-341; Arnold, 
1989: 107-110; Kozhin, 1989; Zhushchikhovskaya, 
1997, 2003; Tsetlin, 2012: 2, 40-251). According to 
some Russian and foreign scholars, classifi cation and 
typology of ceramics is based on morphological features 
(Gifford, 1960; Grebenshchikov, Derevianko, 2001: 38; 
Mylnikova, 2014: 31–33). For instance, the outlines and 
shapes of vessels’ parts may be regarded as indicators 

of the cultural affinity of ceramicware (Shepard, 
1965: 224–248).

In Russian archaeology, there are three main 
approaches to the analysis of forms of clay vessels: 
1) visual- and emotional-descriptive (M.G. Rabinovich, 
R.L. Rosenfeld, and others); 2) formal-classificatory 
(V.A. Gorodtsov, V.F. Gening, and others); 3) historical-
cultural (A.A. Bobrinsky, Y.B. Tsetlin, and others) or 
experimental-technological (S.V. Saiko, I.G. Glushkov, 
and others). In addition, attempts have been made to 
elaborate new analytical methods, including those based 
on computer programs (V.G. Loman and others) (Gening, 
1973; Bobrinsky, 1978, 1986; Glushkov, 1996: 110/1–
110/3; Loman, 2006; Tsetlin, 2012: 142–169). Foreign 
scholars have mostly relied in their research on the so-
called complex approach (Shepard, 1965: 225-255; 
Nordström, 1972: 72-73; Ericson, Stickel, l973; Hole, 
1984; Orton, Hughes, 2013: 81-85), the initial stage of 
which is based on the “universal method” proposed by 
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G.D. Birkhoff (1933: 83–91). Archaeologists from Siberia 
and the Far East use various analytical techniques in 
their research, both Russian and foreign. For instance, 
L.N. Mylnikova has analyzed the vessels’ morphology 
using the techniques proposed by I.P. Rusanova, 
V.F. Gening, A.A. Bobrinsky, Y.B. Tsetlin, A.O. Shepard, 
and H.A. Nordström (Mylnikova, 1999: 48–55; 2014: 
36–42; Molodin, Mylnikova, Ivanova, 2014; Mylnikova, 
Selin, 2015: 114–116).

Despi te  the  lack  of  genera l  methodology, 
morphological analysis of the Malyshevo ceramics and 
their comparison with the Lower Amur and Primorye 
vessels will provide additional information for Neolithic 
studies in the southern part of the Russian Far East.

Material and methods

The prese nt study focuses on the ceramic collections 
from various Malyshevo sites, gathered during 
excavations in various years (Derevianko et al., 2000: 
4–5; 2002: 8–10). Currently, these materials are stored 
in the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography of 
SB RAS (Novosibirsk). The author also analyzed the 
published data on the Lower Amur (Mylnikova, 1999: 
48–56; Shevkomud, 2003; Shevkomud, Kuzmin, 2009) 
and Primorye (Zhushchikhovskaya, 1998; Popov, 
Chikisheva, Shpakova, 1997: 30–32; Moreva, 2003; 
Moreva, Popov, 2003; Moreva, Batarshev, Popov, 
2008; Batarshev, Dorofeeva, Moreva, 2010) ceramics. 
We have measured 152 specimens: 78 intact and 
reconstructed vessels, 16 upper and lower parts, and 
58 upper parts*.

The ceram ics’ morphology was analyzed using 
Gening’s   statistical approach, based on the main 
parameters of the vessels: rim diameter, neck-base 
diameter, maximal body diameter, base diameter, total 
height, neck height, shoulder height, and base height 
(1973). Subtypes have been identifi ed by the shape of 
the vessel’s upper part and the w hole vessel’s outline. 
The procedure proposed by Nordström was also applied. 
His method is based on calculation of the proportion of 
half-maximal diameter to height from the vessel’s base, 
at which height this diameter is located; and also on the 

drawing and superposition of semi-profi les of vessels 
and their graphic models, generated by connection of 
extreme points, onto one another, with all semi-profi les 
brought to a standard height (1972: 72–73).

Results

The forms of the Middle Malyshevo vessels have all been 
subdivided into two main groups: without necks (111 
spec.) and with necks (41 spec.). Each group contains 
open (20 spec.) and closed (132 spec.) forms. The 
indices of forms, calculated using Gening’s statistical 
methodology*, are given in Tables 1 and 2.

Within the subgroup of open vessels without necks 
(3 spec., which corresponds to 8.5 % of the whole sample: 
eight intact vessels, upper and lower parts belonging to 
two vessels, and three upper parts), seven types of vessels 
have been identifi ed (Fig. 2). The vessels have not been 
further classifi ed by the shape of service parts, yet types 
6 and 7 have been subdivided into two subtypes by their 
outlines. In general, this subgroup is homogenous, owing 
to a special rim-design. Superposition of the semi-profi les 
of vessels and their graphic models onto one another has 

Fig. 1. Map showing location of the main Middle Neolithic sites 
in the southern regions of the Russian Far East.

a – Middle Malyshevo sites: 1 – Gasya; 2 – Innokentyevka; 
3 – Voznesenskoye; 4 – Kalinovka; 5 – Suchu; b – Late Kondon sites:
 6 – Kondon-Pochta; 7 – Kharpichan-4; c – Boisman sites: 8 – Boisman-1, 
9 – Boisman-2; d – Vetka sites: 10 – Vetka-2, 11 – Sheklyaevo-7, 

12 – Luzanova Sopka-2, 13 – Pereval.

а b c d

*The upper  and lower parts of one vessel have been counted 
as one specimen.

*Neck height index (NHI) and neck profi le index (NPI) have 
been determined only for vessels with necks.
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shown the absence of “standard” forms; 
yet the trend towards such a standard has 
been detected, because deviations in the 
shapes of some vessels were associated, 
not with their general proportions, but 
with their width.

Within the subgroup of closed vessels 
without necks (98 spec., or 64.5 %: 
49 intact vessels, upper and lower parts 
belonging to nine vessels, and 40 upper 
parts), six types of vessel have been 
identifi ed (Fig. 2). Types 6 and 7 have 
been further subdivided into subtypes by 
the shape of their service parts; types 6, 
7, and 8 include subtypes by their outline 
features. Ceramics of this subgroup are 
also rather similar, again mostly because 
of the rim-design. The superposition of 
the semi-profiles of vessels and their 
graphic models has shown the absence of 
“standard” forms, as in the fi rst subgroup, 
while the trend towards such standard 
forms has been noted.

In general, the open and closed 
vessels without necks (73 %) are medium, 
low, or very low vessels with narrow, 
medium, wide, or very wide mouths. 
Their bodi es are round, squat, or very 
squat, with medium, high, or very high 
shoulders showing moderate, gentle, or 
very gentle convexity. Their bases are fl at, 
medium, wide, or very wide. “Standard” vessels are absent.

The subgroup of open vessels with necks (7 spec.; 
4.6 %; fi ve intact vessels and two upper parts) has been 
subdivided into four types (Fig. 3). Type 2 was classifi ed 
into two subtypes by the shape of service parts, and 
into two subtypes by the vessel’s outline. The subgroup 
includes flat-based and round-based vessels. The 
superposition of the semi-profi les of vessels and their 
graphic models onto one another has revealed certain 
features of the semi-profile of the “standard” vessel. 
Within the subgroup of closed vessels with necks (34 spec., 
or 22.4 %: 16 intact vessels, upper and lower parts 
belonging to fi ve vessels, and 13 upper parts), two types 
of vessels have been identifi ed (Fig. 3). Both types have 

Fig. 2. Shapes of vessels without necks of the 
Middle Malyshevo culture. 

1–9, 11–22 – outlines; 10, 23 – rim profi les; 24, 
26 – semi-profiles of vessels; 25, 27 – vessel 

models.
1–7, 9, 10a–c, g–i, 11, 13, 15, 17, 18, 20–22, 23a, 
c, d, f–l – Suchu; 8 – Innokentyevka; 12, 23b – Kondon-
Pochta; 10d, 19 – Voznesenskoye; 10e, f, 14, 16, 

23e – Gasya.

а
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been further subdivided into three subtypes by the shape 
of service parts. Classifi cation by the outline is as follows: 
the fi rst type was subdivided into fi ve subtypes, the second 
type into six. Superposition of semi-profi les of vessels 
and their graphic models onto one another has shown 
that despite of deviations to the left and to the right, the 
predominant “ideal” shape, shown in the center, is clearly 
evident.

In general, vessels with necks of open and closed 
forms (27 % of the total) are low, medium, high, or very 
high vessels. These have low, medium, high, or very high, 
wide or very wide necks; with the necks inclined inward 
or gently profi led; their bodies are squat, round, or very 
elongated; their shoulders are very low, low, medium, 
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or high, medium-convex, gently convex, or very gently 
convex. Bases are fl at or round, medium, wide, or very 
wide. The “standard” vessel is recognized within the 
subgroup of the closed vessels.

Correlation of all indices enabled identifi cation of 
the main features of the forms of Middle Malyshevo 
pottery:

1) in terms of height index (HI): low and medium;
2) in terms of neck height index (NHI): low, medium, 

high, and very high;
3) in terms of neck breadth index (NBI): medium, 

broad, and very broad;
4) in terms of neck profile index (NPI): inclined 

inward and gently profi led;

5) in terms of body height index 
(BHI): squat and round;

6) in terms of shoulder height index 
(SHI): medium, high, and very high;

7) in terms of shoulder convexity 
index (SCI: medium-convex, gently 
convex, and very gently convex; and

8) in terms of base width index 
(BWI): medium, wide, and very wide.

Superposition of semi-profiles of 
vessels and their graphic models onto 
one another has shown that while the 
vessels without necks only tended 
towards “standard” form, those with 
necks (of closed type) partially already 
demonstrated such a form.

Comparison of the data obtained 
from morphological analysis of the 
ceramicware of the Early (Filatova, 
2015) and Middle Malyshevo culture 
has shown both similari t ies and 
differences. However, t  he differ ences 
are not consis tent , because th ey have 
not been identified in all subgroups. 
Comparison of the indices (Table 3) has 
shown coincidences in the majority of 
indicators. Differences have been noted 
only in vessels with high necks (NHI) 
and with very low shoulders (SHI). The 
complete coincidence has been noted 
for the neck breadth index (NBI) and 
neck profi le index (NPI). Notably, the 
mentioned parts of the vessels indicate 
the cultural affi nity of the objects. In our 
opi nion, this points to the continuity and 
the intrinsic development of the pottery 
tradition. Superposition of semi-profi les 
of vessels and their graphic models onto 
one another also indicates the defi nite 
proximity of the Early and Middle 
complexes of Malyshevo culture. The 

greatest similarity has been recorded in the group of the 
closed vessels with necks. Certain similar features have 
also been noted in the rim shaping.

Comparison of the Malyshevo ceramics with those 
of the Kondon, Boisman, and Vetka materials has shown 
certain similarity in their morphology (Fig. 4). The Late 
Kondon and Vetka ceramics reveal the closest similarity 
to the Malyshevo vessels without necks. Malyshevo 
vessels with necks have parallels with the Kondon and 
Boisman ceramics. In sum, in terms of morphology, the 
most similar to the Malyshevo ceramics is the Boisman 
pottery, then the Kondon, while the least similar is the 
Vetka pottery. Superposition of semi-profi les of vessels 
and their graphic models onto one another has also shown 

1
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7 8
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12 13 14

15 16 17

18

19 20 21 22

а b c d e а b c d e f g h i j

Fig. 3. Shapes of vessels with necks of the Middle Malyshevo culture.
1–5, 7–17 – outlines; 6, 18 – rim profi les; 19, 21 – semi-profi les of vessels; 20, 22 – vessel 

models.
1, 3, 5, 6a, b, e, 7–17, 18a–j – Suchu; 2, 6c – Voznesenskoye; 4, 6d – Gasya.
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the closeness of the Lower Amur and Primorye ceramics. 
Certain parallels have been noted in the rim-designs, too. 
Thus, comparative analysis of the Amur and Primorye 
ceramic materials suggests various degrees of similarity 
in the morphology of the Middle Neolithic vessels from 
the southern regions of the Russian Far East.

Conclusions

Study of the Middle Malyshevo ceramics using Gening’s 
methodology has revealed both common and specific 
features in the morphology of the clay vessels, and has 
suggested the main features of their modeling tradition. In 

general, two main forms have been identifi ed. These are the 
closed fl at-based vessels with or without necks. The presence 
of open vessels (with or without necks) likely suggests 
the attempts to produce certain “intermediate” variants 
between the two main forms. This assumption is supported 
by the observed scarcity of the open vessels. This situation 
apparently implies not only the internal development of the 
pottery tradition, but also the external infl uence. Nordström’s 
methodology allowed us to identify the trends towards 
formation of the “standard” forms in the pottery tradition 
of the Late Malyshevo people, which also indicates their 
attempts to develop some “intermediate” forms.

Correlation of the Malyshevo ceramics with the 
Kondon, Boisman, and Vetka suggests cultural contacts 

Table 3. Indices of shape characteristics of the vessels of the Early 
and Middle Malyshevo culture 

Index Early Malyshevo Middle Malyshevo

HI 0.41–0.80 Low (0.62–0.74) Low (0.43–0.77)

0.81–1.20 Medium (0.81–1.16) Medium (0.81–1.19)

1.21–1.60 High (1.32–1.50) High (1.50)

NHI 0.51–1.50 Low neck (0.94–1.40) Low neck (0.87–1.19)

1.51–3.00 Medium neck (1.67–2.06) Medium neck (1.55–1.77)

3.01–5.00 High neck (3.57) High neck (3.23–3.24)

NBI 0.66–1.00 Broad (0.93–1.00) Broad (0.66–1.00)

>1.00 Very broad (1.01–1.08) Very broad (1.01–1.15)

NPI <0.00 Inclined inward (0.00) Inclined inward (–0.67–0.00)

0.01–0.26 Gently profi led (0.03–0.25) Gently profi led (0.01–0.25)

BHI 0.50–0.85 Squat (0.62–0.82) Squat (0.50–0.85)

0.86–1.15 Round (0.88–1.07) Round (0.86–1.15)

SHI >2.00 Very low (2.25) Very low (2.33–2.37)

0.50–1.00 Medium (0.53–1.00) Medium (0.50–1.00)

0.26–0.50 High (0.26–0.40) High (0.26–0.50)

SCI <0.25 Very gently convex (0.00–0.24) Very gently convex (–0.11–0.25)

0.26–0.57 Gently convex (0.28) Gently convex (0.27–0.54)

0.58–1.00 Medium convex (0.91) Medium convex (0.61–0.93)

BWI 0.57–1.00 Medium (0.60) Medium wide (0.57–1.00)

0.25–0.56 Wide (0.25–0.55) Wide (0.26–0.56)

<0.25 Very wide (0.09–0.17) Very wide (0.00–0.24)
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Fig. 4. Middle Neolithic vessels from the Lower Amur and Primorye.
1–36, 38–52, 54–70, 72–84 – outlines; 37, 53, 71, 85 – rim profi les.

Malyshevo culture: 1–5, 7–11, 15-17, 19-34, 36, 37a–c, f–i, k, m–x, z – Suchu, 6, 37d – Kondon-Pochta, 12, 13, 35, 37j, l, y – Gasya; 14 – 
Innokentyevka; 18, 37e – Voznesenskoye; Kondon culture: 38–52, 53a–q – Kondon-Pochta; Boisman culture (after: Zhishchikhovskaya, 
1998; Moreva, 2003; Moreva, Popov, 2003; Popov, Chikisheva, Shpakova, 1997)): 54, 57–70, 71a–p – Boisman-2, 55, 56 – Boisman-1; Vetka 
culture (after (Batarshev, Dorofeeva, Moreva, 2010)): 72, 74, 76, 80, 81, 83, 85a, c–l – Vetka-2, 73, 84, 85b – Boisman-2, 75 – Luzanova 

Sopka-2, 77, 79, 82 – Sheklyaevo-7; 78 – Pereval.
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of various degrees. In the case of the Malyshevo and 
Boisman people, the most probable explanation is the 
constant interaction between them. Their long-term 
contacts are suggested by occurrences of the Boisman 
ceramics in the Malyshevo sites (Moreva, Batarshev, 
2009). A comparatively smaller mutual infl uence existed 
between the Malyshevo, Kondon, and Vetka tribes.

Thus, comparative analysis of the Lower Amur and 
Primorye materials has shown similarities and differences 
at various levels: developmental, regional, and cultural. The 
established parallels are: 1) predominance of closed forms 
(developmental); 2) trend towards prevalence of vessels 
with necks (regional); and 3) intratypic variation of closed 
vessels with necks (cultural). The distinction is represented 
by the dominance of vessels with closed mouths and 
without necks in the Middle Malyshevo complex.
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